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OCT  8  1981 


William  F.  I sherwood 
U.  S.  Department  of  the  Interior 
Geological  Survey 
Conservation  Division,  MS-92 
345  Middlefield  Road 
Menlo  Park,  CA  94025 

Dear  Mr.  Isherwood: 

Enclosed  is  the  Final  Environmental  Assessment  on  Oil  &  Gas  and 
Geothermal  Leasing  in  the  White  Sands  Resource  Area.  The  mitigating 
measures  identified  in  Chapter  1  of  the  draft  EA  will  be  attached  to 
leases  as  special  stipulations.  Please  let  us  know  if  you  concur 
with  these  stipulations. 

We  thank  you  and  Mr.  Hoops  for  reviewing  and  commenting  on  the  draft  EA. 


Sincerely  yours , 


Area  Manager 

White  Sands  Resource  Area 
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CONSERVATION  DIVISION 
GEOTOdCAL  SURVEY 
MENtO  PARK,  CALIFORNIA 


This  is  the  final  environmental  assessment  (ea)  for  oil  & 

GAS  AND  GEOTHERMAL  LEASING  IN  THE  WHITE  SANDS  RESOURCE  AREA. 

This  ea  incorporates  the  draft  ea  by  reference,  and  includes 

CHANGES  TO  THE  DRAFT  RESULTING  FROM  PUBLIC  REVIEW  AND 
COMMENT,  A  RECORD  OF  PUBLIC  COMMENT  ON  THE  DRAFT  AND  THE 
RESPONSES  TO  THOSE  COMMENTS,  THE  DRAFT  EA  AND  THIS  FINAL  EA 
TOGETHER  CONSTITUTE  THE  COMPLETE  FINAL  ENVIRONMENTAL  ASSESSMENT. 

A  LIMITED  NUMBER  OF  COPIES  OF  THE  DRAFT  EA  ARE  AVAILABLE 
FROM  THE  BLM  LAS  CRUCES  DISTRICT  OFFICE,  P.  0,  BOX  1A20, 

LAS  CRUCES,  NEW  MEXICO  8800A. 


t  ?Q  n'  .-o-i 

V  0  WO)  ;  •  ■  • 

t*  *-ti 

rWt'-  ■  i  S&* !  *•■  '*•* 


IN  REPLY  REFER  TO 


United  States  Department  of  the  Interior 


BUREAU  OF  LAND  MANAGEMENT 


DISTRICT  OFFICE 
P.  0.  Box  1420 


Las  Cruces,  New  Mexico 


88004 


Dear  Reader: 

The  Final  Environmental  Assessment  on  Oil  &  Gas  and  Geothermal  Leasing 
in  the  White  Sands  Resource  Area  has  been  completed. 

The  final  assessment  was  prepared  using  the  comments  received  through 
the  public  review  process.  The  final  environmental  assessment  is  a 
departure  from  the  usual  procedure  of  completely  reprinting  the  draft 
environmental  assessment  with  changes  based  on  public  input.  The 
changes  suggested  from  the  public  review  process  did  not  require  a  major 
rewrite,  and  substantial  cost  saving  could  be  realized  by  printing  only 
the  responses  to  comments  and  the  modifications  and  corrections.  This 
document  should  be  used  with  the  draft  assessment. 

The  final  assessment  is  not  the  decision  document.  The  decision  on  the 
proposed  action  will  be  based  on  the  analysis  contained  in  the  draft  EA 
and  public  concerns  and  comments. 

Thanks  to  those  who  assisted  in  the  preparation  of  this  environmental 
assessment  by  providing  suggestions  and  comments. 


Si ncerely  yours , 


Larry  Nunez  . 

Area  Manager 

White  Sands  Resource  Area 


Save  Energy  and  You  Serve  America! 
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Prepared  by 
UNITED  STATES 


DEPARTMENT  OF  THE  INTERIOR 
BUREAU  OF  LAND  MANAGEMENT 


LAS  CRUCES  DISTRICT  OFFICE 
WHITE  SANDS  RESOURCE  AREA 
1705  N.  VALLEY  DR. 

P.  0.  BOX  1420 
LAS  CRUCES,  NM  88004 


CONTACT:  TOM  CUSTER,  TEAM  LEADER 
TELEPHONE  -  505  523-5571 
FTS  -  572-0275 


September,  1981 


Larry  Nunez,  V\rea  Manager 

White  Sands  Resource  Area 
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CONSULTATION  AND  COORDINATION 


Public  Notice 


The  public  was  notified  of  the  BLM's  intention  to  prepare  an 
Environmental  Assessment  (EA)  on  oil  &  gas  and  geothermal  leasing  in 
February  1981.  Letters  were  sent  to  48  groups,  associations,  companies, 
and  government  agencies.  A  news  release  was  also  sent  to  various  news¬ 
papers,  radio  stations,  and  other  media  representatives  throughout  the 
Las  Cruces  District.  In  response,  six  letters  were  received  which  are 
available  for  review  at  the  Las  Cruces  District  Office. 

Consultation  and  Coordination 


Members  of  the  EA  Team  contacted  various  agencies,  organiza¬ 
tions,  and  individuals  during  the  preparation  of  the  draft  EA. 

Public  Review  of  Draft  EA 


The  draft  EA  was  sent  to  the  following  list  of  agencies,  groups, 
and  individuals  on  August  28,  1981.  On  that  same  date  a  news  release 
was  sent  to  various  newspapers,  radio  stations,  and  other  media  repre¬ 
sentatives  in  the  Las  Cruces  District.  An  asterick  indicates  those  who 
responded. 

Federal  Government 


Bureau  of  Reclamation 
Department  of  the  Army 

*White  Sands  Missile  Range 
Fort  Bliss 

,U.S.  Fish  &  Wildlife  Service 
*U.S.  Forest  Service 
*U.S.  Geological  Survey 
*U.S.  Soil  Conservation  Service 
Office  of  Surface  Mining  &  Protection 

New  Mexico  State  Government 

^Bureau  of  Mines  and  Mineral  Resources 
Cultural  Resources  Management  Division  -  N.M.  State  University 
^Department  of  Finance  &  Administration  -  Planning  Division 
(Includes  comments  from  State  Engineer  and  Environmental 
Improvement  Division). 

Department  of  Fishery  &  Wildlife  Science  -  N.M.  State  University 
^Department  of  Game  &  Fish 
^Energy  &  Minerals  Department 
Oil  Conservation  Division 
State  Historic  Preservation  Officer 
*State  Land  Office 
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Regional  and  Local  Agencies 


County  Commissioners  -  Otero  County 

County  Commissioners  -  Sierra  County 

Mescalero  Indian  Tribe 

Otero  County  Planning  Commission 

Southern  Rio  Grande  Council  of  Governments 

Southeastern  New  Mexico  Economic  Development  District 

Companies,  Groups,  Organizations 

Dona  Ana  County  Archaeological  Society 
El  Paso  Archaeological  Society 
El  Paso  4x4  Club 
Human  Systems  Research,  Inc. 

*Las  Cruces  Jeep  Club 
Las  Cruces  ORV  Club 
N.M.  Archaeological  Council 
*N.M.  Natural  History  Institute 
N.M.  Oil  &  Gas  Association 
N.M.  Wildlife  Federation 
N.M.  Wildlife  Society 
Otero  County  Wildlife  Federation 
Prairie  Dawgs  Motorcycle  Club 
*Sierra  Club  -  Rio  Grande  Chapter 
Tularosa  Basin  Historical  Society 
Wilderness  Society 

Mineral  Industry 

Ami  noil  USA 

Anadarko  Production  Co. 

Atlantic  Richfield  Co. 

Beard  Oil  Co. 

Chevron  USA,  Inc. 

Cities  Service  Oil  Co. 

Eastland  Oil  Co. 

Getty  Oil  Co. 

Gulf  Oil  Co. 

Houston  Oil  and  Minerals  Corp. 

Hunt  Energy  Corp. 

Mobil  Producing  Texas  and  New  Mexico 
Phillips  Petroleum  Co. 

Placid  Oil  Co. 

Texaco  Inc. 
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List  of  Preparers 


The  draft  and  the  final  EA  were  prepared  by  the  following  people: 


Name 

EA  responsibility 

Education 

Experi ence 

Sergio  Acosta 

Social  Economics 

B.A. ,  Social  Science 
New  Mexico  State 
University 

BLM-1  year 

Social  Scientist 

Tom  Custer 

Team  Leader 

Physical  Setting 
Geologic  Hazards 
Water  Resources 

B.S. ,  Geology  New 
Mexico  State  Univer¬ 
sity 

BLM-6  years  Geologist 
USGS-1  yr.  Physical 
Science  Technician 

Ben  Fish 

Recreation 

Visual  Resources 

Wi 1 derness 

B.S. ,  Recreation  & 
Park  Administration 
Eastern  Kentucky 

Uni  vers i ty 

BLM-4  years  Outdoor 
Recreation  Planner 

M.S.,  Recreation  & 

Resources  Development 

Texas  A&M  University 

Sandy  Hayes 

Wildlife 

B.S. ,  Wildlife 
Science,  New 

Mexico  State 
University 

BLM-3  years  Wildlife 
Biologist,  Range 
Conservationist 

Steve  Henke 

Soils  &  Vegetation 

B .S . ,  Range  Sci ence 
New  Mexico  State 
University 

BLM-5  years  Range 
Conservationist 

Pete  Laudeman 

Cultural  Resources 

B.A. ,  M.A.  Anthro¬ 
pology  University  of 
Ari zona 

BLM-6  years 
Archaeologist 

Bob  Lawrence 

Soils  &  Vegetation 

2  yrs.  at  Western 

New  Mexico  Univer¬ 
sity 

BLM-1 5  years 

Range  Conserva¬ 
tionist 

Candace  Ojala 

Cultural  Resources 

B.A.,  Anthropology 
Art,  History 

M.A. ,  Anthropology 
Stanford  University 

BLM-2  years  Outdoor 
Recreation  Planner 
Archaeologist 

Envi ronmental 

Special ist 
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Comments  and  Responses 


Individuals  or  organizations  who  sent  letters  during  the  comment 
period  are  listed  in  Table  1.  All  letters  are  reproduced  here  in  their 
entirety.  The  responses  are  presented  adjacent  to  the  comments  in  each 
letter. 


Responses  have  been  made  to  all  substantive  comments  presented 
in  the  letters.  Substantive  comments  were  considered  to  be  those  which 
addressed  either  the  adequacy  or  accuracy  of  the  draft  EA.  Any  addi¬ 
tional  letters  received  will  receive  full  consideration  in  the  final 
decision. 

From  the  comments  received,  it  is  evident  that  the  major  concern 
was  the  apparent  lack  of  or  inadequacy  of  mitigating  measures  in  the 
draft  EA.  As  has  been  clarified  in  the  revised  page  1  of  the  draft  EA, 
a  regional  leasing  EA  of  this  nature  is  not  intended  to  identify  all  of 
the  possible  impacts  that  would  occur  from  leasing  in  the  WSRA,  nor  is 
it  intended  to  identify  all  of  the  possible  ways  in  which  to  mitigate 
those  impacts.  Each  phase  of  oil  &  gas  or  geothermal  development  must 
undergo  strict  environmental  review,  at  which  time  mitigating  measures 
are  developed. 


TABLE  1 

Comment  Letters  Received 


Assigned  Number  in 

Order  of  Receipt_ Name  of  Commentator 

1  State  Planning  Division  (State  Clearinghouse) 

2  N.M.  Bureau  of  Mines  &  Mineral  Resources 

3  Lincoln  National  Forest 

4  Sierra  Club 

5  Soil  Conservation  Service 

6  New  Mexico  Natural  History  Institute 

7  Las  Cruces  Jeep  Club 

8  White  Sands  Missile  Range 

9  State  Planning  Division  (State  Clearinghouse) 

10  U.S.  Geological  Survey 
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Comments  to  Draft  Environmental  Assessment  -  Oil  &  Gas  and 
Geothermal  Leasing  in  the  White  Sands  Resource  Area. 
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?-j.  1,  para.  3  -  It  -nay  be  helpful  at  this  point  to  discuss  the  Geological 

Survey's  role  in  processing  post-lease  EA's,  and  describe  the  various 
types  of  Plans  of  Operation,  i.e..  Plan  of  Exploration,  Plan  of  Develop¬ 
ment,  Plan  of  Production,  Plan  of  Injection,  and  Plan  of  Utilization. 
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7  and  8  -  Several  aeological  hazards  ire 
impact's  to  be  -nitiqated? 
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MODIFICATIONS  AND  CORRECTIONS  TO  THE  DRAFT  EA 


The  modifications  and  corrections  section  contains  revisions 
made  to  the  Draft  EA  based  on  new  or  more  complete  information  or  errors 
and  omissions  identified  through  the  public  review  process. 

Errata 


The  following  changes  in  the  Draft  EA  are  of  editorial  nature 
with  some  minor  changes  and  corrections  to  the  text.  These  changes  are 
to  be  incorporated  into  the  Draft  EA. 

The  numerical  sequence  of  page  numbers  is  incorrect  from  page  10 
and  on.  Page  11  is  intentionally  missing.  There  are  two  page  34's. 
Pages  61  and  62  should  be  changed  to  76  and  77,  respectively. 

TABLE  OF  CONTENTS 


Appendix  E.  Change  Wilderness  Stipulations  to  Wilderness 
Protection  Stipulation. 

Figure  6.  Change  Visual  Resource  Management  to  Visual  Resource 
Management  Classes.  Add  page  number  44. 

References.  Change  page  number  from  61_  to  76. 


FIGURES 


Figure  1.  Change  WSMR  Extension  Area  to  WSMR  Safety  Evacuati on 

Area. 


Figure  6.  Under  Class  III  change  elements  may  evident  to 
elements  may  be  evident. 

Figures  1,  4,  5,  and  6.  The  boundaries  for  White  Sands  Missile 
Range  are  incorrect.  Corrected  boundaries  are  shown  on  revised  Figure  1. 

CHAPTER  1 

Page  2,  paragraph  1,  line  2.  Change  33  percent  or  about 
2,269 ,000  acres  to  25^  percent  or  about  1,754,000  acres . 

Page  2,  paragraph  1,  line  4.  Change  37  percent  or  about 
2,601,000  acres  to  3(3  percent  or  about  2,086,000  acres . 

Page  2,  paragraph  2,  line  2.  Change  production  within  the  WSRA 
to  product!’ on  on  Federal  1  ands  wi thi n  the  WSRA. 

Page  2,  paragraph  2,  line  3.  Add  the  following  sentence: 

Pi rect  use  geothermal  operati ons  (space  heati ng)  are  occurri ng  i n  Truth 
or  Consequences  at  Carrie  Ti ngley  Hospi tal  and  the  Truth  or  Consequences 
Senior  Citizen's  Center. 
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Page  3,  paragraph  1,  line  4.  Change  goethermal  to  geothermal . 

Page  3,  paragraph  2,  line  3.  Change  would  be  discovered  to 
woul d  not  be  discovered. 

Page  4,  paragraph  3,  line  1.  Change  first  sentence  to  read  as 
follows:  The  depth  of  temperature  gradient  wells  ranges  from  500  to 
2000  feet. 

Page  5,  paragraph  5,  line  10.  Delete  sentence  beginning 
"Therefore,  power  pi  ant  spacing  ..." 

Page  7,  top  of  page.  Change  Mi ti gati ng  Measures  Devel oped  from 
the  Draft  EA  to  Mi ti gati ng  Measures  Known  Before  Preparati on  of  EA. 

Page  10,  paragraph  1,  line.  Change  Extension  area  to  Safety 
Evacuation  Area. 

Page  12,  legal  description  at  bottom  of  page.  Change  Section  28: 
E%NE%,  NE%SE%  to  Section  29:  E^NE^,  NE%SE%. 


CHAPTER  2 


Page  15,  top  of  page.  Change  AFFECTED  ENVIRONMENT  AND  ENVIRONMENTAL 
CONSEQUENCES  to  AFFECTED  ENVIRONMENT,  IMPACTS  AND  MITIGATING  MEASURES. 


Page  20,  paragraph  2.  Reword  as  follows:  Si te-speci fi c 
mi ti gati ng  measures  wi 1 1  limit  geoohysi cal  exploration  to  exi sti ng  roads 
and  trails  where  possible  and  blading  of  off-road  routes  will  not  be 
permitted,  unless  blading  is  necessary  for  vehicles  to  travel  access 
rough  or  steep  routes. 

Page  23,  paragraph  1,  line  2.  Change  jm  arid  i n  semi  arid  to  i n 
arid  or  semi  arid. 

Page  25,  paragraph  2,  line  4.  Change  breakage  of  pit  wells  to 
breakage  of  pi t  walls. 


Page  26,  paragraph  1,  line  11. 


Change  (BLM,  1971)  to  (USDI,  1970). 


Page  29,  paragraph  2,  line  4. 
to  (LeBlanc  and  Whalen,  1980) . 


Change  (LeBI anc  and  Whalen ,  1979) 


Page  31,  paragraph  5,  line  6. 
occur  to  accidents  could  still  occur. 


Change  acci dents  woul d  still 


Page  33,  last  paragraph,  line  1.  The  Tularosa  River  .  .  .  . 


Page  32,  paragraph  5,  line  3.  Change  production  operations 
would  ...  to  production  operations  may  .  .  . 


Page  36,  paragraph  1,  line  2.  Change  resource  area  to  WSRA. 
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Page  36,  paragraph  1.  Reword  last  sentence  to  read:  The 
escarpment  does  meet  the  necessary  criteria  to  be  identified  as  a 
potential  area  of  critical  environmental  concern  because  it  has  out¬ 
standing  scenic  qual  i  t.y  and  i s  scarce  within  the  region. 


Page  40,  paragraph  4,  line  2.  Change  ten  percent  from  1930  to 
ten  percent  from  1970. 

Page  40,  paragraph  5,  line  4.  Change  Truth  of  Consequences  to 
Truth  or  Consequences . 

Page  40,  paragraph  5,  line  5.  Change  in  migration  to  in-migration 

Page  41,  paragraph  1,  line  5.  Change  migration  from  Mexico 

immi grants  ...  to  migration  from  Mexi co  -  immi grants . 

Page  41,  paragraph  1,  line  6.  Change  ni nteenth  to  ni neteenth . 

Page  41,  paragraph  1,  line  7.  Change  econi cal ly  to  economical 1y. 


favor  of. 


Page  43,  last  paragraph,  line  2.  Change  i_n  favor  or  to  in 


CHAPTER  3 


Page  45,  under  New  Mexico  State  Government.  Delete  Mescalero 

Indian  Tribe  and  put  under  Regional  and  Local  Agencies,  page  46. 

Page  45,  under  New  Mexico  State  Government.  Delete  Southern  Rio 

Grande  Counci  1  of  Governments  and  Southeastern  New  Mexi co  Economi c 
Development  District.  These  are  listed  under  Regional  and  Local  Agencies, 
page  46. 

Page  46,  under  Companies,  Groups,  Organizations.  Change  Prarie 
Dawgs  Motorcycle  Cl ub  to  Prai ri e  Dawgs  Motorcycle  Cl ub. 


Page  46,  bottom  of  page.  Change  number  of  copes  to  number  of 

copies . 


Page  47,  Candace  Ojala,  under  Education.  Change  B.A.,  Archaeology 
to  B.A. ,  Anthropology,  Art  History. 

Page  48,  top  of  page.  Change  Contributes  to  Contributors 

GLOSSARY 


Page  49,  Glossary.  Add  the  following  two  terms  and  definitions: 
Area  of  Cri ti cal  Envi ronmental  Concern  (ACEC)  for  sceni c  values .  Areas 
wi thi n  the  public  1 ands  where  special  management  attenti on  i s  requi red 
(when  such  areas  are  developed  or  used,  or  where  no  development  i s 
required)  to  protect  or  prevent  i rreparable  damage  to  the  sceni c 
val ues. 
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Interim  Management  Pol  icy.  Those  guidel ines  under  which  wilderness 
study  areas  wi 1 1  be  managed  unti 1  Congress  deci des  whether  they  shoul d 
be  desi gnated  as  wi 1 derness . 

APPENDICES 


Page  50  and  51.  Wherever  FWS  occurs,  change  to  USFWS. 

Page  50,  paragraph  1,  line  7.  Change  adminstered  to  admi nistered. 

Page  51,  paragraph  2,  line  7.  Change  file  an  application  to 
file  a^  plan  of  operations. 

Page  52,  add  to  list:  Various  State  of  New  Mexico  Agencies1 
Regulations  (State  Encii neer ,  Envi ronmental  Improvement  Division,  Oi  1 
Conservation  Pi  vision) . 

Changes  to  the  Text 

As  a  result  of  changes  due  to  public  comment,  other  agency 
review,  and  internal  review,  the  following  Draft  EA  pages  have  been 
reproduced  in  full  to  reflect  significant  changes  in  the  text.  The 
changes  in  the  text  are  highlighted. 

Draft  EA  page  Final  EA  Page 


p.  1 

31 

p.  25 

33 

p.  57 

35 

Figure  1 

36 

Appendix  F  (Mitigating 

Measure  #5) 

37 
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CHAPTER  1 


PROPOSED  ACTION  AND  ALTERNATIVES 

INTRODUCTION 

The  leasing  of  oil  &  gas  and  geothermal  resources  on  public 
lands  is  a  major  function  of  the  Bureau  of  Land  Management  (BLM). 
Activities  related  to  leasing,  such  as  exploration,  development,  and 
production,  have  an  effect  upon  the  environment.  The  National  Environ¬ 
mental  Policy  Act  (NEPA)  of  1969  requires  that  all  activities  affecting 
the  land  and  resources  under  BLM  jurisdiction  be  analyzed  for  potential 
environmental  impacts. 

This  environmental  assessment  (EA)  addresses  BLM  administered 
public  lands  and  BLM  administered  mineral  reserved  lands  within  the 
White  Sands  Resource  Area  (WSRA),  Las  Cruces  District.  The  WSRA  con¬ 
sists  of  Sierra  and  Otero  Counties.  Withdrawn  lands  such  as  White  Sands 
Missile  Range  and  Ft.  Bliss  Military  Reservation  and  other  lands  closed 
to  leasing  are  not  addressed  in  this  EA. 

The  prime  function  of  this  regional  leasing  EA  is  to  identify 
areas  where  present  knowledge  indicates  that  potential  resource  con¬ 
flicts  would  be  significant  enough  to  either  preclude  leasing  or  re¬ 
strict  lease  operations.  As  a  result,  the  mitigating  measures  developed 
from  this  EA  will  be  attached  to  leases  as  special  stipulations.  This 
EA  is  not  intended  to  identify  all  of  the  possible  environmental  impacts 
associated  with  leasing.  Nor  is  it  intended  to  identify  all  of  the 
possible  ways  in  which  to  mitigate  those  impacts.  In  the  future,  if 
analysis  of  additional  resource  data  indicates  that  leasing  in  certain 
areas  should  not  be  allowed  or  that  lease  operations  should  be  restricted, 
this  EA  can  be  amended  to  reflect  that  new  information. 

The  issuance  of  a  lease  does  not  give  the  lessee  the  right  to 
develop  at  will.  After  a  lease  is  issued,  all  subsequent  activities  on 
that  leasehold  are  authorized  by  the  U.S.  Geological  Survey  (USGS). 

Before  approval  of  any  surface  disturbing  activities,  the  USGS  must 
prepare  a  site-specific  environmental  review  (in  consultation  with  BLM) 
of  the  lessee's  proposed  plan  of  operations.  It  is  this  site-specific 
assessment  and  on-the-ground  field  inspection  which  identify  potential 
impacts  and  the  measures  to  be  required  of  the  lessee  to  mitigate  those 
impacts.  This  environmental  review  process  and  the  development  of 
mitigating  (and  reclamation)  measures  is  repeated  for  each  successive 
development  phase  in  an  oil  &  gas  or  geothermal  program  (i.e.,  exploration 
drilling,  development,  production  and  abandonment).  A  summary  of  the 
environmental  review  process  is  shown  in  Appendix  A. 

4 

The  common  types  of  reclamation  measures  developed  from  the 
site-specific  environmental  review  include  reshaping,  reseeding,  and 
location  of  proposed  sites  and  access  routes  to  avoid  or  lessen  impacts 
to  other  resource  values.  There  are  numerous  other  existing  mitigating 
measures  which  can  be  recommended  depending  on  site  location  and  the 
nature  of  the  proposed  activities. 
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Additionally,  there  are  numerous  standard  operating  procedures 
which  stipulate  specific  practices  and  methods  to  be  followed  when 
oil  &  gas  and  geothermal  operations  are  conducted  on  federal  lands. 

Sources  of  these  standard  operating  procedures  are  listed  in  Appendix  B. 

This  EA  also  serves  as  an  amendment  to  the  land-use  plan  pre¬ 
pared  by  BLM  in  1974  for  what  was  known  at  that  time  as  the  Mesa  Plan¬ 
ning  Unit.  The  Mesa  Planning  Unit  contained  about  715,000  acres  of  BLM 
administered  public  lands  and  was  located  in  the  southeastern  portion  of 
Otero  County.  The  land-use  plan  contains  a  management  decision  relating 
to  oil  &  gas  leasing.  That  decision  states  that  leasing  will  not  be 
allowed  in  the  following  areas:  (1)  proposed  Cornudas  Mountain  pri¬ 
mitive  area,  (2)  certain  lands  in  the  Guadalupe  Mountains  that  have 
wilderness  values  and  (3)  the  Alkali  Flats  which  have  wildlife  values. 

The  tracts  of  land  in  the  proposed  Cornudas  Mountain  primitive 
area  and  in  the  Guadalupe  Mountains  were  intensively  inventoried  in  1980 
and  1981,  respectively.  Both  were  found  to  lack  the  wilderness  require¬ 
ments  necessary  for  being  classified  as  wilderness  study  areas.  Both 
areas  are  now  open  to  leasing. 

The  Alkali  Flats  area  was  identified  as  having  value  as  a 
resting  place  for  the  sandhill  crane.  Subsequent  analysis  during  the 
preparation  of  this  draft  EA  revealed  that  the  wildlife  values  at  Alkali 
Flats  were  not  significant  enough  to  preclude  leasing.  If  sandhill 
crane  populations  do  increase  significantly  in  the  area,  the  Alkali 
Flats'  value  as  wildlife  habitat  can  be  reevaluated  and  appropriate 
mitigating  measures  can  be  developed  to  protect  that  habitat. 

BLM  is  also  responsible  for  the  issuance  of  leases  on  lands 
administered  by  other  federal  agencies,  such  as  the  U.S.  Forest  Service 
and  the  Bureau  of  Reclamation.  These  agencies  recommend  environmental 
protection  stipulations  which  the  BLM  includes  when  issuing  the  leases. 
Forest  Service  lands  within  the  WSRA  include  the  Gila  National  Forest  in 
northeastern  Sierra  County  and  the  Lincoln  National  Forest  in  eastern 
Otero  County.  Lands  administered  by  the  Bureau  of  Reclamation  include 
acquired  and  withdrawn  lands  near  Caballo  and  Elephant  Butte  Reservoirs. 

BACKGROUND 

Preparation  of  this  EA  is  based  upon  the  following  considerations: 
oil  &  gas  exploration  is  expected  to  increase  significantly  in  the  WSRA; 
the  existing  regional  EA  (USDI,  1973)  is  in  need  of  revision;  and  a 
regional  geothermal  EA  that  includes  the  entire  WSRA  is  needed. 
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containing  unstable  soils  and  where  the  potential  for  natural  revege¬ 
tation  is  limited,  siltation  could  have  a  long-term  impact  on  surface 
water  quality.  (See  discussion  of  impacts  in  Soils  and  Vegetation 
section. ) 

Accidents  (i  e.,  fires,  explosions,  well  blowouts,  spills,  and 
leaks)  could  lead  to  major  contaminations  and  to  higher  temperatures 
when  oil  or  geothermal  fluids  enter  surface  waters.  Seepage  from 
improperly  lined  evaporation  and  reserve  pits  or  breakage  of  pit  walls 
could  lead  to  discharge  of  brackish  and  toxic  waters  into  surface 
waters.  Rain  or  flooding  could  compound  the  impacts  by  moving  toxic 
substances  into  drainages  where  they  could  migrate  down  to  the  water 
table. 


Surface  disturbance  and  accidental  spills  or  leaks  from  reserve 
pits  could  lead  to  loss  or  degradation  of  the  beneficial  values  of 
floodplains  and  wetland-riparian  areas.  Site-specific  environmental 
review  would  be  required  to  evaluate  the  effects  that  the  proposed 
action  would  have  on  floodplains  and  wetland-riparian  areas. 

Groundwater  supplies  could  be  depleted  or  reduced  by  drilling  of 
wells.  Improper  drilling  practices  could  fracture  impermeable  zones 
below  and  above  aquifers,  permitting  these  water  resources  to  be  lost  or 
reduced  through  vertical  drainage.  Well  drilling  itself  could  also 
require  large  quantities  of  water,  especially  if  porous  and  permeable 
formations  are  encountered.  Oil  &  gas  and  geothermal  production  methods 
which  require  the  injection  of  additional  water  into  the  reservoir  could 
deplete  groundwater  supplies.  Improper  injection  of  brackish  waste 
water  could  contaminate  fresh  water  aquifers. 

As  described  in  Chapter  1,  mitigation  of  environmental  impacts 
is  usually  a  result  of  an  on-the-ground  field  inspection  and  site- 
specific  environmental  review.  In  addition,  standard  operating  pro¬ 
cedures  are  incorporated  to  ensure  that  good  management  practices  are 
followed,  and  that  impacts  on  water  quantity  and  quality  are  minimized. 
Accidents  are  a  recognized  possibility  over  and  above  the  standard 
management  practices  and  contingency  plans  are  required  to  reduce  the 
severity  of  impacts  should  an  accident  occur. 

A  beneficial  impact  of  oil  &  gas  and  geothermal  exploration 
would  be  the  use  of  abandoned  wells  for  additional  water  sources, 
particularly  for  wildlife  and  livestock. 

Adverse  Impacts  Which  Cannot  be  Avoided 

The  amount  of  water  consumed  as  a  result  of  oil  &  gas  and 
geothermal  development  and  production  operations  would  be  lost  to  other 
uses  and  a  reduction  in  the  total  water  supply  could  result.  However, 
the  administration  of  water  for  beneficial  use  is  handled  by  the  State 
Engineer's  Office,  and  the  individual  oil  &  gas  and  geothermal  companies 
would  be  responsible  for  securing  water  rights. 
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Relationship  Between  Short-Term  Uses  and  Long-Term  Productivity 

of  the  Environment 


As  growth  continues  in  the  WSRA,  the  demand  for  water  will 
continue  to  increase.  Improper  management  practices  during  development 
and  production  operations  could  reduce  water  quantity  and  quality. 
However,  significant  long-term  impacts  would  not  be  expected  to  occur. 
New  water  supplies  could  be  discovered  through  test  drilling. 
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APPENDIX  D 


VISUAL  RESOURCE  MANAGEMENT 

The  Bureau's  Visual  Resource  Management  (VRM)  program  has  two 
phases:  (1)  determination  of  permanent  or  interim  VRM  classes;  and 
(2)  determination  of  contrast  ratings  for  proposed  projects.  The 
rating  process  allows  the  evaluator  to  describe  the  existing  landscape 
features  of  land  surface,  vegetation,  and  existing  structures  and  the 
impact  that  an  activity  would  have  on  their  basic  elements  of  form, 
line,  color,  and  texture.  This  contrast  rating  not  only  provides  an 
opportunity  to  evaluate  the  visual  impact  of  the  proposed  action  but 
also  serves  as  a  guide  to  identify  potential  mitigating  measures. 

The  significance  of  impacts  can  be  evaluated  by  comparing 
contrast  rating  scores  (30  being  the  maximum  possible  score  -  indicating 
the  most  severe  visual  impacts),  with  minimal  standards  for  a  prescribed 
VRM  class,  or  the  scenic  value  for  an  area  of  critical  environmental 
concern.  These  standards  are: 

Class  I 


The  degree  of  contrast  for  any  one  element  may  not  exceed  a  weak 
degree  of  contrast  and  the  total  contrast  rating  for  any  feature  may  not 
exceed  10. 


Area  of  Critical  Environmental  Concern  for  Scenic  Values 

The  degree  of  contrast  for  any  one  element  should  not  exceed  a 
moderate  degree  and  the  total  contrast  rating  for  any  feature  may  not 
exceed  10. 


Class  II 


The  degree  of  contrast  for  any  one  element  should  not  exceed  a 
moderate  degree  and  the  total  contrast  rating  for  any  feature  may  not 
exceed  12. 


Class  III 


The  degree  of  contrast  for  any  one  element  should  not  exceed  a 
moderate  value  and  the  total  contrast  rating  for  any  feature  may  not 
exceed  16. 


Class  IV 


The  total  contrast  rating  for  any  feature  should  not  exceed  20. 


Class  V 


An  interim  classification  for  an  area  in  need  of  rehabilitation. 
Based  upon  its  indicated  potential  VRM  class,  the  feature  must  meet  the 
appropriate  degree  of  contrast  for  the  intended  class. 
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BUREAU  OF  LAND  MANAGEMENT 
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P.  0.  Box  1420 


/ 

I 


1791 


Las  Cruces,  New  Mexico 


88004 


May  12,  1982 


Dear  Reader: 

A  Plan  Amendment  and  Environmental  Assessment  (EA)  NM-030-81-58  for  Oil 
and  Gas  and  Geothermal  Leasing  has  been  prepared  by  the  White  Sands 
Resource  Area,  Las  Cruces  District,  Bureau  of  Land  Management.  The  EA 
was  developed  to  analyze  the  impacts  of  energy  development  in  Sierra  and 
Otero  Counties  and  to  develop  measures  to  assist  in  reducing  those  impacts. 

Based  on  these  documents  as  well  as  on  a  Finding  of  No  Significant  Impact 
(FONSI),  the  management  decision  is  to  adopt  the  proposed  action  stated  in 
the  EA.  The  public  land  in  both  counties  will  be  leased  for  oil  and  gas  and 
geothermal  resources  subject  to  the  appropriate  environmental  protection 
stipulations.  In  addition,  the  Mesa  Management  Framework  Plan  (MFP)  is 
amended  to  delete  the  decision  which  states  that  leasing  will  not  be  allowed 
in  the  Alkali  Flats  in  Otero  County.  Copies  of  the  Decision  Record  and  FONSI 

are  attached. 

If  you  wish  to  review  the  Environmental  Assessment,  office  copies  are 
available  at  317  North  Main  (Las  Cruces  District  Office)  and  1705  North 
Valley  Drive  (Las  Cruces-Lordsburg  and  White  Sands  Resource  Area  Offices) 

in  Las  Cruces. 

Parties  who  believe  they  may  be  adversely  affected  by  this  decision  may  file  a 
protest  within  30  days  of  the  date  of  publication  of  this  notice.  Each, 
protest  must  be  in  writing  and  contain  a  short,  concise  statement  explaining 
why  the  District  Manager's  decision  is  believed  to  be  wrong.  The  protest 
should  be  filed  with  the  State  Director  (934),  Bureau  of  Land  Management, 

Post  Office  Box  1449,  Santa  Fe,  New  Mexico  87501 


Sincerely  yours , 


/C^Lui/Q./3. 


Daniel  C.  B.  f 
District  Manager 


\ 
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Decision  Record 
Environmental  Assessment 

Oil  &  Gas  and  Geothermal  Leasing 

in  the  White  Sands  Resource  Area 


NM- 030- 81-58 


Decision 


The  decision  is  to  continue  to  allow  oil  &  gas  and  geothermal  leasing 
and  associated  exploration,  development,  production,  and  abandonment 
operations  within  the  White  Sands  Resource  (WSRA),  subject  to  the  appro¬ 
priate  environmental  protection  stipulations.  The  Mesa  Management 
Framework  Plan  (MFP)  is  amended  to  delete  the  decision  which  states  that 
leasing  will  not  be  allowed  in  the  Alkali  Flats. 

Alternatives  Considered 

The  decision  is  the  proposed  action  of  the  EA.  The  only  other  alternative 
considered  was  the  "No  Action"  alternative.  Under  the  No  Action  alterna¬ 
tive,  no  new  leases  would  be  issued  in  the  WSRA.  This  alternative  was 
not  considered  practical.  It  is  BLM  policy  to  encourage  the  orderly 
development  of  public  mineral  resources  where  such  development  is  compat¬ 
ible  with  multiple  use  management  and  environmental  considerations. 

Management  Consi derati ons 

The  prime  function  of  the  EA  is  to  identify  areas  where  present  knowledge 
indicates  that  potential  resource  conflicts  would  be  significant  enough 
to  either  preclude  leasing  or  restrict  lease  operations.  As  a  result, 
the  mitigating  measures  developed  from  the  EA  will  be  attached  to  leases 
as  special  stipulations.  The  EA  is  not  intended  to  identify  all  of  the 
possible  environmental  impacts  associated  with  leasing,  nor  is  it  intended 
to  identify  all  of  the  possible  ways  in  which  to  mitigate  those  impacts. 

In  the  future,  if  analysis  of  additional  resource  data  indicates  that 
leasing  in  certain  areas  should  not  be  allowed  or  that  lease  operations 
should  be  restricted,  the  EA  can  be  amended  to  reflect  that  new  information. 

The  issuance  of  a  lease  does  not  give  the  lessee  the  right  to  develop  at 
will.  After  a  lease  is  issued,  all  subsequent  activities  on  that  lease¬ 
hold  are  authorized  by  the  U.S.  Geological  Survey  (USGS).  Before  approval 
of  any  surface  disturbing  activities,  the  USGS  must  prepare  a  site- 
specific  environmental  review  (in  consultation  with  BLM)  of  the  lessee's 
proposed  plan  of  operations.  It  is  this  site-specific  assessment  and 
on-the-ground  field  inspection  which  identify  potential  impacts  and  the 
measures  to  be  required  of  the  lessee  to  mitigate  those  impacts.  This 
environmental  review  process  and  the  development  of  mitigating  (and 
reclamation)  measures  is  repeated  for  each  successive  development  phase 
in  an  oil  &  gas  or  geothermal  program  (i.e.,  exploration  drilling, 


development,  production,  and  abandonment).  Additionally,  there  are 
numerous  standard  operating  procedures  which  stipulate  specific  practices 
and  methods  to  be  followed  when  oil  &  gas  and  geothermal  operations  are 
conducted  on  Federal  lands. 

The  EA  also  serves  as  an  amendment  to  the  land-use  plan  prepared  by  BLM 
in  1974  for  what  was  known  at  that  time  as  the  Mesa  Planning  Unit.  The 
Mesa  Planning  Unit  contained  about  715,000  acres  of  BLM  administered 
public  lands  and  was  located  in  the  southeastern  portion  of  Otero  County. 
The  land-use  plan  contains  a  management  decision  relating  to  oil  &  gas 
leasing.  That  decision  states  that  leasing  will  not  be  allowed  in  the 
following  areas:  (1)  proposed  Cornudas  Mountain  primitive  area,  (2) 
certain  lands  in  the  Guadalupe  Mountains  that  have  wilderness  values, 
and  (3)  the  Alkali  Flats,  which  have  wildlife  values. 

The  tracts  of  land  in  the  proposed  Cornudas  Mountain  primitive  area  and 
in  the  Guadalupe  Mountains  were  intensively  inventoried  in  1980  and 
1981,  respectively.  The  Guadalupe  Mountains  did  not  meet  the  size 
criteria  on  its  own.  When  the  adjacent  Forest  Service  RARE  II  area  was 
dropped  with  the  passage  of  the  New  Mexico  Wilderness  Bill,  the  Guadalupe 
Mountains  were  dropped  from  consideration.  The  Cornudas  Mountains  also 
did  not  meet  the  criteria  for  Primitive  Area  or  Wilderness  Study  Area. 

Both  areas  are  now  open  to  leasing. 

The  Alkali  Flats  were  identified  as  having  value  as  resting  areas  for 
sandhill  cranes.  During  preparation  of  the  current  EA,  field  examinations 
and  information  from  the  New  Mexico  Department  of  Game  and  Fish  indicated 
that  use  by  sandhill  cranes  was  slight  and  not  considered  significant 
enough  to  preclude  leasing. 

Mitigation 

Mitigating  measure  #5  (page  10  of  the  Draft  EA)  is  amended  to  read  as 
follows : 

"The  area  of  land  located  within  the  White  Sands  Missile  Range 
Safety  Evacuation  Area  shall  be  evacuated  on  those  days  the  missiles 
are  to  be  fired.  Prior  to  beginning  exploration  activities,  the 
lesses  shall  contact  the  Corps  of  Engineers  in  Albuquerque  and  the 
Master  Planning  Branch  at  White  Sands  Missile  Range  in  order  to  be 
advised  of  the  terms  of  the  safety  evacuation  agreement  and  missile 
firing  schedules." 

This  change  is  a  result  of  a  recommendation  by  the  U.S.  Geological 
Survey.  This  coordination  will  assure  that  operators  are  aware  of 
missile  firing  schedules. 


-2- 


Mitigation  measure  #10  (page  12  of  the  Draft  EA)  is  amended  to  read  as 
fol lows : 

"No  drilling  or  storage  facilities  will  be  allowed  within  500  feet 
of  the  sites  listed  on  the  State  Register  of  Historic  Places  and 
sites  proposed  for  nomination  to  the  National  Register  of  Historic 
Places  located  in: 

T.  26  S. ,  R.  13  E.  ,  NMPM 
Section  17:  Sh 
Section  18:  E^SE%,  SW%SE% 

Section  19:  Eh 

This  distance  may  be  modified  when  specifically  approved  in  writing 
by  the  District  Engineer  of  the  Minerals  Management  Service,  with 
the  concurrence  of  the  authorized  officer  of  the  Bureau  of  Land 
Management. " 

This  change  is  to  standardize  lease  stipulations  jointly  used  by  the 
Bureau  of  Land  Management  and  the  Minerals  Management  Service  (U.S. 
Geological  Survey). 

The  mitigating  measures  developed  in  the  EA  will  be  attached  to  leases, 
where  appropriate,  as  special  stipulations.  Whenever  a  lessee  or  other 
party  proposes  to  conduct  operations,  a  site-specific  environmental 
review  must  be  undertaken,  at  which  time  additional  mitigating  measures 
may  be  developed. 


Recommended  by: 


Larry  Nunez 

Area  Manager,  White  Sands  Resource  Area 


Approved  by: 


District  Manager,  Las  Cruces  District  Office 


Concurred  with: 


rtkJ .  'L, 


Charles  W.  Luscher 
State  Director,  'flew  Mexico 
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Finding  of  No  Significant  Impact 


Based  on  EA  #NM- 030-81 -58,  Environmental  Assessment  -  Oil  &  Gas  and 
Geothermal  Leasin g  in  the  White  Sands  Resource  Area ,  the  p r o p osed  action 
is  recommended  for  adoption  as  the  leasing  policy  in  the  White  Sands 
Resource  Area. 

The  proposed  action  is  not  a  major  Federal  action  significantly  affecting 
the  environment.  Therefore,  preparation  of  an  Environmental  Impact 
Statement  is  not  necessary. 


Area  Manager 

White  Sands  Resource  Area 
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